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Beckett in English: Censorship, Expression, and Localization
Beckett made a considerable amount of changes in his English translation of En
attendant Godot, some larger than others. One of the most glaring differences is the
level of vulgarity; while most anglophone readers of Godot are likely familiar with
references to erections and bodily functions, francophone readers are treated to
much more vivid language, with references to genitalia hidden in names. The curbing
of such profanity was likely due to the target audience: namely, London theatre in
the 1950s, which had many written and unwritten rules regarding what was
appropriate for audiences. Beckett toned down much of his revelry in the English
version, and also cut or altered French cultural references or puns.
As a translator and not the original author, my goal was inherently different than
Beckett's: instead of changing the play to be appropriate for a specific audience, it
was my job to convey the original meaning and tone as best as possible. As such, I
did my best to preserve the original profanity, puns, and imagery from the original.

Original French

Context

New English

LUCKY. — …l’Acacacacadémie
d’Anthropopopométrie de
Berne-en-Bresse de Testu et
Conard…

While Beckett left these
names the same, they are
clear innuendos to male and
female genitalia,
respectively.
The word plateau has three
meanings in French:
geological, culinary, and
theatrical. While Beckett cut
this joke, I tried to keep it in.
Untranslatable words were
always an excellent
opportunity to make new
ones. This helped convey the
more informal nature of Didi
& Gogo’s speech as well,
which was an issue in
Beckett’s translation.

LUCKY. — …the
Acacacacademy of
Anthropopopometry of
Berne-en-Bresse of Testi and
Cunter…
VLADIMIR. — Really, we’re
on a plateau. We’re
practically served on a
platter. (Beat.) Or on a
platform.
ESTRAGON. — While
waiting, let’s try to talk
without exciting ourselves
too much, since we can’t
seem to shut up.
VLADIMIR. — It’s true, we
are unshutupable.

VLADIMIR. — En effet, nous
sommes sur un plateau.
Aucun doute, nous sommes
servis sur un plateau.
ESTRAGON. — En attendant,
essayons de converser sans
nous exalter, puisque nous
sommes incapables de nous
taire.
VLADIMIR. — C'est vrai,
nous sommes intarissables.

Table 1: Comparisons between Beckett’s original French and my new English
translation. Key words and phrases are in bold.

Figure 1: My bilingual copy of En attendant Godot/Waiting for Godot. Every post-it indicates a
change in meaning between the French and the English (cut, addition, or alteration).

My project was to translate two plays:
Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett from the
original French into English, and Much Ado
About Nothing by William Shakespeare from
English to Spanish. The purpose of the project
was to translate these works with the intent
for them to be presented to a modern
audience. While these plays are famous pillars
of the theatre canon, translating them from a
contemporary perspective would make them
more accessible today.

Shakespeare in Spanish: T-V Distinction Preserved
Elizabethan English and Modern Spanish have something in common that
Modern English has lost: a T-V distinction, or a distinction in formality with second
person pronouns. Spanish speakers are likely familiar with the second person
singular pronouns tú and usted, which denote lesser and greater formality
respectively; these are analogous to the English pronouns thou/thee and ye/you, of
which only you has survived in contemporary speech. In Shakespeare's time, the
difference between addressing someone as thou or ye was very clear, as clear as the
difference between tú and usted in Spanish; as such, a contemporary Spanish
translation conveys this distinction in formality better than the English, where the
distinction has been lost.
In Much Ado About Nothing's wedding scene, Benedick switches from addressing
his love interest Beatrice as you, to thee, and back to you by the end of their
exchange. While not very noticeable to the contemporary anglophone audience,
the weight of this shift comes across in the Spanish translation and shows how their
relationship changes throughout the scene.

Original English

Spanish translation

I doe loue nothing in the worlde so Yo sí amo nada en el mundo tanto
well as you,
como usted,
Is not that strange?
Es extraño ¿no?
Tarry good Beatrice, by this hand I
loue thee.
Thinke you in your soule the Count
Claudio hath wrongd Hero?
Figure 2: Taking notes in the original Godot text. The FrenchEnglish bilingual dictionary open in the center is from the same era
as the play itself, which helps add cultural context.

Table 2: Some of Benedick’s lines from Act IV, scene i. This exchange with Beatrice begins with
a confession of their love for each other and ends with Beatrice asking Benedick to kill Claudio.

Translation Process
1. Read the original text (see Fig. 1)
2. Mark text for places to research:
terms, idioms, etc. (see Fig. 2)
3. Use machine/direct translation for
first draft (see Fig. 3)
4. Edit to improve accuracy and flow
5. Performance test with read-throughs
While different translations can require different
resources, the process generally remains the same.

Espera buena Beatrice, juro por
esta mano que te amo.
¿Piensa en su alma el Conde
Claudio ha difamado a Hero?

T-V

English

Spanish

Informal

thou/thee tú

Formal

ye/you

usted

Table 3: T-V distinctions in Early Modern
English and Modern Spanish. T-V is in
reference to the Latin pronouns tu and vos.

Figure 3: Starting the proper
translation. Original text, machine
translation, dictionary, and notes are all
referenced throughout the process.

Figure 4 (below): This banner showcases 3
versions of the final exchange in Waiting for Godot
and 2 versions of a line from Much Ado About
Nothing. They are, in order: Beckett’s English
translation, Beckett’s original French, my English
translation, Shakespeare’s original English (First
Folio), and my Spanish translation.

Well? Shall we go?
Alors, on y va ?
So, we’re going?
I doe loue nothing in the
Yo sí amo nada en el
Yes, let’s go.
Allons-y.
Let’s go. worlde so well as you, mundo tanto como usted,
They do not move.
Ils ne bougent pas.
They do not move.
Is not that strange?
Es extraño ¿no?

